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The following article is drawn from Buster Simpson's Keynote Speech at the Preservation by Design conference, supplemented by
personal interviews. The Seattle artist has received national acclaim for his efforts on collaborative design teams involved in
revitalizing neighborhoods and enhancing public spaces. The three projects Simpson describes here demonstrate the way in which
his artistic sensibility expands the traditional scope of urban planning and preservation.
PIKE PLACE PUBLIC MARKET
In November of 1971, the citizens of Seattlepassed a
"Save the Market" referendum, to protest the City of Seattle's
proposed Pike Place Urban Renewal Project. This initiative
created the Market Historic District and established a 12-
member appointive Historic District Commission. Tlie
market is now managed by a quasi-public Preservation and
Development Authority. Simpson has served on the Pike
Place Market Historic District Commission since 1983, and
has acted as Chair of Design Review since 1986. The
Commission has the authority to deny building permits for
any changes in use or structure that do not comply with
guidelines they have developedfor the seven-acre district.
I moved to Seattle in 1971. I was attracted to the
town not because of the art community necessarily, but
because of an attitude that I felt was unique among big
cities in the United States. In Seattle, there is still the
belief that the citizenry can make a difference.
When I arrived in Seattle, the citizens' initiative to
save the PubUc Market from urban renewal efforts had just
been passed. A number of people felt that there was a
value to the market as it was, a brewing pot of many small
grassroots merchants. The most important aspect of the
market is that it still survives as an active retail
environment, with the same kind of independent
entrepreneurial merchants that were there before the
renovation. There has been a great deal of redevelopment
across the country, most notably in the festival market
approach, in which the cost of the renovation required a
rent structure in excess of what most merchants could
afford. You fall into this trap when you do expensive
projects.
In the Public Market renovation, every existing
merchant was allowed to stay, in an effort to maintain the
'~'i <:(fs'^Ki5.i:j5aSi:3-^*ri5s^
Pike Place Public Market Historic District
"meet the producer" ambiance. One of the market
guidelines dictates that it should be viewed as an incubator
for small businesses. For example, the owner of each
business is required to be at the market for a specified
amount of time and franchises are not permitted. We did
not want the market to give in to the notion of "grazers," i.e.
tourists rambling through the market eating fast food. This
is not what the market is about; it is a public food market
for the citizens of Seattle.
Something that is very fashionable these days, and
was recently done here, is the incorporation of the names of
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various people who contribute funds to a project into the
renovation itself. A few years ago, the PubUc Market was
in need of substantial structural repair, and donors to the
cause were entitled to put their name or some other phrase
across a tile of the new floor. For a long time, we on the
Commission had a problem with ihis, as it seemed a bit
vain to have names all over the place. I worry about the
city becoming full of plaques, in fear that they will start to
appear on every tree and shrub. On the other hand, this
approach paid for a floor and a roof that needed serious
and expensive attention. I was happy to see that many
people chose to put down a piece of poetry instead of their
name.
As an artist sitting on the Design Review
Commission, I was often faced with the question of what
kind of art was appropriate for the Public Market. We
really felt that the market was already an art piece - the
vitality of the place is the event. Therefore, we didn't feel
the need to bring in a sculpture and put it on a pedestal.
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One ofthe "custodians" ofthe Pike Placf Market neighborhood.
This resident was responsible for rat control in the market district.
I think the gift that artists can bring to this kind of
planning and development process is not merely their skill
at installing artwork, but their philosophy that in whatever
you do, you have the responsibility to make it the best
possible and to consider the effects of your actions over a
long period of time. I feel that ethics have to go beyond
what they teach in business classes about junk bonds. They
have to do with your commitment to staying with a project
beyond the typical developer's 10-year holding period.
When the market was renovated, many of the
people who had been living in the area for a number of
years were displaced - people who had taken care of the
market on their own, without the help of any kind of
organization or system. For example, I would often see one
gentleman wandering around pruning and taking care of
the trees out on the street or in the alleys. A woman who
cared for the alley cats was in charge of rat control.
Actually, for some time after the renovation there was a
problem with rodents, and there was nobody around to take
care of the trees, because these people had been displaced.
Some of the former residents are returning to the
Market District along with new residents, creating a real
mix of income levels; they are all slowly beginning to claim
it as their neighborhood. It takes a long time to feel that an
enviroimient is your neighborhood, especially in an urban
situation in which the public street is everybody's street.
When someone buys a home, they know that their yard is
their own, but when people move to a city environment, it is
harder for them to feel that they are the custodians of their
neighborhood. Over the past 12 years, I have tried to
devise tactics to help that process along.
In 1978, one of the projects I used to dramatize the
resettlement of downtown was the Shared Clothesline,
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created to represent the rejoining of the neighborhood. I
placed nine clothesUnes between five stories of a public
housing project and a new condominium. The two sides of
the alley were tied together by the clotheslines, which both
could share. The lines acted as banners of human
occupation, celebrating the reoccupation of the downtown
residential units. This solar clothes dryer also acted as an
aeolian harp; on windy days, the frequency of the lines
approximated the sound of wind through pine trees. We
have to travel to Europe now to see the romance of
clotheslines as a part of the cityscape, since most
condominiums have covenants prohibitmg the hanging of
anything outside.
There was an interesting backlash from a resident
of one of the public housing units. Seeing the lines outside
reminded him of the hard times he had grown up with,
when he had to wash clothes by hand. Now he could go
downstairs and use the electric machines, and did not want
to be reminded of clotheslines. This surprise demonstrates
the ease with which even well-intentioned efforts can fail to
recognize the real feelings or needs of everyone in an urban
environment.
Working on a redevelopment project, it is crucial
to be aware of the ongoing phenomena that exist on the
street and not just come in, in our typical fashion, and clean
the slate and try to start all over again. For example,
there was a flowering tree in the Pike Place Market
Historic District which was to be cut down to make way for
a new hotel. The tree was on one of the few lots in the
district upon which new construction could take place.
Since it was in the PubUc Market district, the plans had to
be approved by the Pike Place Market Historic District
Commission. We declared the tree of significance, as a
survivor of the period before the area's renovation, and
required the developer to work around it. The developer
came before the Commission on three separate occasions,
bringing experts who testified that the tree would not
survive, but we overruled them each time. They ultimately
did do a good job of building the hotel around the tree and,
after three years, the tree is doing fine. Today, the
company is proud to point out to the community that they
saved the tree and the units which share the corner with the
blossoming tree are very popular.
The First Avenue Urban Arboretum and Bus
Stop Project
This project has taken place on an 11-block stretch of First
Avenue, in an area of Seattle termed Belltown and the Denny
Regrade. The effort was initiated by the Denny Regrade
Community Council in 1978, which has continued to support
it over the years. Simpson has worked as part of a team of
two artists, a landscape architect and an urban planner to
introduce a variety of street trees and public seatingfor the 11
bus stops along the avenue.
Shared Clotheslines, celebrating the reoccupation ofdowntown Seattle
The goal of our design team was to create public
seating that was iimovative, historically-coimected and cost-
effective. The sandstone we chose to work with was from
the historic Wilkeson Quarry, which had supplied material
for many of the older buildings on the street. Budgetary
restrictions inspired us to adopt a "ready-made" approach
by using rejected building elements from the quarry's
boneyard. Some of these artifacts have been incorporated
into each bench; examples include decommissioned
keystones from the archways of the State Capital Building
(dismantled due to a 1949 earthquake) and rejected
sandstone from a recent major downtown development
project.
One of the benches is a set of steps, brought from
the quarry "as is," and placed where a small residence used
to be. We installed a "Welcome" mat in the sidewalk in
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front of the bench, which is read as if you are coming out of
the house. This effort is a suggestion to the residents of the
recently-built condominiums along First Avenue to come
out. Instead of welcoming people in, I am welcoming them
out onto the street, saying "this is your street." There is a
tendency for urban condominium residents to become
isolated. Of course, if you spent $250,000 for a unit, you
would probably want to be up there using it as much as
possible.
Something that seems to be happening as more
people from the suburbs are move back into the city is that
the developers who market the attractiveness of city Uving
often use suburban cliches to draw them downtown. The
new residents lack an understanding of what "urban-ness" is
all about. They are afraid of the closeness of the people
and the diversity of the community. In time, those who
move in do start to realize that it isn't all that frightening,
that it is kind of interesting, and that the reason that they
wanted to move downtown was because it is not a
homogenized environment. But in the meantime, many
developers continue to promote their downtown projects in
a marmer that is in fact very anti-urban.
When we first started working on First Avenue, it
looked like a demiUtarized zone. There were quite a few
bars that had Happy Hours starting at six in the morning.
Now there aren't any bars like that left. In the past 10 years
that this project has been underway, there has been a
tremendous transformation of the economic reality of the
neighborhood.
The Market Historic District Commission forced the developer of this hotel
to work around a flowering tree.
However, there is still a problem with street trees
being brutalized, particularly when they are young. The
lack of a large budget required us not only to start off with
small fragile trees, but also to explore ways of mending
rather than replacing them when damaged. On a number
of occasions, some passerby would just come along and
break off the terminal bud of a tree. The tendency by city
officials is to say, "We've got to get rid of that, since it's not
a perfect specimen." Our design team disagreed, preferring
to find ways to splint the tree or allow it to correct itself.
To the future observer, the irregular stature of some of the
street trees will stand as a record of an earlier period in
their history, as well as that of the neighborhood. This
philosophy of mending and splicing became, in essence, an
urban bonsai approach.
Another project designed to assist urban trees
along with urban street people was my composting
commode. Much of First Avenue's subsoil is hard pan clay,
which is not conducive to tree growth and does not provide
nurturing soil for the tree pit. At the same time, there was
a need for First Avenue's street people to contain their
indiscriminate defecation. So the composting commode
was introduced as a way to deal with both of these issues.
The "Johnny-on-the-Spot" style commode sat over a tree pit
until it was full, at which point it was moved to another site.
The filled pit would now be ready for the planting of a new
tree.
The commode was first placed on the street
without the official sanction of the city. After a week's time
and use, the Engineering Department called me and
requested that it be removed. The Engineering
Department agreed on principle that a solution was
necessary, and we decided to work together to secure
official approval. I did ultimately fulfill all the
requirements of the City, County, and State Health
Departments, and later gained the enthusiastic approval of
the Board of Public Works. The Board, in fact, suggested
to me that I should take a transcript of all of the meetings,
which were quite lengthy, and make toilet paper out of it.
The process of this piece is as much a part of what it's
about as the end result, and it will be duly noted on the
commode.
Just as we have tried to use indigenous materials
and trees in the redevelopment of First Avenue, we are also
using indigenous organizations. I was just called by the El
Ray House, a shelter for the homeless and mentally ill in
downtown Seattle. The shelter staff provides the residents
with activities, and we have been asked to work out a way in
which they can help take care of their new neighborhood. I
am excited by this chance to create a wonderful built-in
neighborhood stewardship project. I feel that it is a very
healthy thing for anyone to be able to take care of plants
and share in the care of one's own environment.
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"Readymade" bench on First Avenue, designed to "welcome out" residents of
the new condominiums seen in the background
Cleveland's Warehouse District
The Warehouse District is a 40-acre section of downtown
Cleveland, containing a large concentration of architecturally
and historically significant 19th- and 20th-centiiry commer-
cial structures. In 1985, the City of Cleveland initiated a plan
for street and sidewalk improvements as the first phase of a
redevelopment project for the district. The Committee for
Public Art, an independent group of artists, art professionals
and arts activists, pressed for the inclusion of an artist in the
redevelopment plan; in 1986, they sponsored a national
competition for an artist to design site-specific works in
conjutiction with the city's efforts. Simpson was selected
from nearly 300 applicants, and worked with a team of local
architects and a design firm in creating a streetscape for one
block of the district. The implementation of the project
involved cooperation with a wide range ofpublic and private
interests, including the Committee for Public Art, the
Cleveland Landmarks Commission, the Historic Warehouse
District Development Corporation, and the city's Community
Development, Economic Development, and City Planning
Departments. In addition to the streetscape, completed in
June of 1988, the artist has made several proposals for fitrther
projects to evolve as the district develops.
When I begin a project, I start by going back in
history to find a basis with which to build some kind of
concept. Exploring the history of a neighborhood is
fascinating, because it tells you the kinds of materials and
approaches that are indigenous to the area.
Before I was brought into the Warehouse District
project, a preliminary streetscape plan had already been
laid out by an urban design firm. I reworked the design to
inject it with more of a contextual concept. For example, I
replaced the costly granite pavers with sandstone, an
indigenous material. The use of sandstone also enabled me
to modify the street's already planned "amenity strip" to
make reference to the crosswalk pavement patterns typical
of the area's past.
I have also made an effort to draw attention to the
district's urban artifacts, and incorporate things like the
existing call boxes, ramps and manhole covers into the
streetscape design. I think that it is necessary to view a
sidewalk, with its buildup and patinas and its patchwork
quilt of new and old layers, as an important document of
what has gone on in an area. For instance, since Cleveland
is a steel town, slag from the iron factories was often used
as an additive in the concrete sidewalks, along with
limestone aggregate. These materials give a distinctive tint
and texture to much of the district's pavement. I
recommend using this "Cleveland mix" for any necessary
sidewalk patching, while retaining as much of the original
West Sixth Street in Cleveland's Warehouse District
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WILL CALL
surface as possible. Although it is the fashion today to have
beige sidewalks, this is not the aesthetic of the Warehouse
District and is not historically correct.
One of the first characteristics that noticed in this
neighborhood was that, in keeping with the historic and
continued function of a warehouse district, the businesses
still stockpile boxes of inventory along the sidewalk. The
seating elements that I designed were in response to this
concept of "inventory." From full quarry blocks, measuring
4 by 4 by 8 feet, I extracted modular 16 inch cubes and cut
beams in 16 inch increments; this efficient use of the
sandstone allowed for no wasted material. These "boxes"
and "beams" are arranged to suggest stockpiles casually
sited on the street on "will call," and have been grouped to
provide benches, tables and platforms for the district.
Although these modules are now anchored to the sidewalk,
they can be rearranged; the idea is that they are elements to
work with. The benches act as social catalysts, mimicking
the idea of stoops around which people can congregate.
Another one of the interesting things I found out
about Cleveland is that, since it was a part of the Western
Reserve, it was one of the first areas surveyed with the new
rectilinear grid system, which later continued all the way
across the United States. The Warehouse District contains
some of the first blocks plotted in Cleveland. From the
1796 field notes of the original city surveyor, we were able
to determine the exact location of both survey monuments
and witness trees. The term "witness tree" is used by
siureyors to identify trees near survey points; these
reference trees are chosen for their unusual physical
characteristics. I propose that all historic witness tree
locations be resurveyed and marked in order to create the
basis for a new landscape plan with strong historical
references. This approach is called for as a response to the
increasingly ordered and self-contained cityscape, more
often characterized by uniform tree types planted in
regimented rows.
At this bench, one can sit at 16 inches orperch at 32 inches.
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The treatment of the lighting in the district is a
further way to acknowledge and nurture a historically-
responsive streetscape. The existing overhead street hghts
are cobra heads which were mounted on turn-of-the
century trolley poles in the 1950s. Here is a record of the
buildup of history. This ad hoc retrofit is the type of no-
frills approach they took in a warehouse district. Instead of
installing a completely modem system, I recommend that
the city simply add their new fixtures to the trolley poles,
complementing the pragmatic buildup of history. This
approach would represent the city's own upfront updating
of the story of the neighborhood.
If the Warehouse District is ever going to get off
the ground, it has to develop a genuine sense of vitality.
There are now large tracts of parking lot wasteland, which
are filled with cars during the day, but which do not serve to
draw pedestrians to merchants in the neighborhood. I
propose transforming the entire lots into markets on the
weekends, and using spaces along the street frontage as day
stalls during the week. Merchants can rent the spaces for a
few dollars a day, drive their car in, open up their trunk and
sell their wares. These Uttle incubators of entrepreneurship
will also act as visual buffers between the street and the
parking lots.
Conclusion
In planning a redevelopment project, it is crucial to
allow the local merchants to define themselves. As I
mentioned before, start-up businesses often can not afford
to rent space in a redeveloped or newly-developed area.
The philosophy of Seattle's Public Market has made it very
inexpensive to start off in day stalls. There are quite a few
examples of merchants who, after working a few years in
the stalls, become successful enough to graduate into a
permanent space in the market. This system allows a
homegrown quaUty to develop naturally, without the
pressiu-e to deal in something trendy. "Theme" or "formula"
businesses will always have to try something new every five
years, when the grazing public looks for greener pastures.
Patrons of the PubUc Market tend to return to the
same merchants, developing an allegiance to the people
who produce the goods they need. In fact, any place which
has a strong sense of itself acquires an indigenous aesthetic,
which makes visiting and living there far more meaningful.
There is no simple formula that an urban planner can use
to create this quality; it has to be something spiritual. The
process takes time and commitment. It is the community's
feeling of stewardship toward their history and their
environment that makes a place special. D
Lewis "Buster" Simpson received his MFA in sculpture from the
University of Michigan and has been widely recognized for his site-
specific public art projects. He was part of the team of engineers, artists
and architects which designed the award-winning Viewlands Hoffman
Receiving Substation. Among his most recent projects is a group of 60
granite seating units entitled "Situation" on the Red Line of the
Metropolitan Boston Transit Authority.
The interior ofPike Place Public Market, Seattle
